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1. [bookmark: _Toc221019949]Introduction
Digital mental health interventions refer to the use of digital technologies to prevent, assess, or treat mental health conditions. These interventions include mobile applications, online cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), teletherapy, web-based psychoeducation, and digitally delivered mental health services integrated within healthcare systems (Hollis et al., 2021). In the UK context, children and young people (CYP) are commonly defined as individuals aged 0–25 years, reflecting the age range served by Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) and related transitional services (NHS England, 2023). A scoping review is a form of evidence synthesis that aims to systematically map the breadth, characteristics, and key concepts of existing research on a topic, particularly where evidence is heterogeneous or emerging.
Digital mental health interventions for CYP have become an increasingly important issue in the UK due to rising rates of anxiety, depression, and emotional distress among young people. According to the recent statistics in the UK it means that one out of five children and young people is likely to have a probable mental health disorder and this places a huge burden on already strained services (NHS Digital, 2023). Digital interventions have been advocated as a solution to enhancing access, shortening waiting times, and early intervention, especially after COVID-19-related period disruptions to services (Hollis et al., 2021). This has led to digital mental health solutions becoming engrained into the UK health and social care strategies, such as NHS community and school-based mental health programs.
Despite their increasing adoption, evidence relating to the effectiveness, engagement, and equity of digital mental health interventions for CYP remains fragmented. Research has far too much varicose in terms of type of intervention, mode of delivery, target population, and outcomes, thereby making it hard to arrive at definite conclusions on practice (Munn et al., 2022). This would result in a necessity to map current research in the UK systematically, find shared themes and draw gaps in the evidence base. This is why a scoping review is an appropriate choice because it enables looking at the literature in its entirety without limiting them to certain study designs and is especially appropriate to an emerging and multidisciplinary area like digital mental health.
The review question guiding this scoping review is: What key themes emerge from UK peer-reviewed literature on digital mental health interventions for children and young people?
The overall aim of this scoping review is to map and synthesise UK-based research on digital mental health interventions for children and young people using a scoping review approach. The specific objectives are: (1) to identify and categorise key themes within the existing UK literature; (2) to map the types of digital mental health interventions currently used in UK practice; and (3) to identify gaps in the evidence to inform future research, policy, and service development.
2. [bookmark: _Toc221019950]Background of the study
In the UK, mental health difficulties among children and young people (CYP) have emerged as a significant public health concern. Nationwide statistics show an increase in emotional disorders, anxiety, and depression with estimates indicating that about 1 in 6 CYP experience a likely mental condition (NHS Digital, 2023). The unmet need has increased due to the COVID-19 pandemic as more mental health symptoms and strains on statutory services have been reported (Vizard et al., 2020). Such trends have led to an immediate policy response and service expansion, especially in the community, school, and digital environments, to mitigate access and eliminate systemic barriers to early intervention.
Alongside growing demand, there has been notable growth in digital mental health interventions targeted at CYP within the UK. Digital interventions encompass mobile applications with cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), online counselling, online self-help programmemes, and teletherapy provided by health professionals (Hollis et al., 2021). These are innovations that are hypothesized to expand coverage, enhance interactions among cohorts of internet natives, and provide more affordable and adaptable substitutes or supplements to physical services (Rashid et al., 2022). To this end, digital mental health is now a strategic priority in health and social care planning, which can be seen as a manifestation of the capacity and need to serve a wide range of populations in geographic and socioeconomic settings.
UK policy frameworks emphasise the importance of mental health support for CYP and explicitly recognise the role of digital interventions. Mental health services have become a priority of the 2019 NHS Long Term Plan, and there is a commitment to increase the accessibility of the digital access to psychological therapies (NHS England, 2019). Later, the mental health strategy of the government and the transformation programmes of the Department of Health and Social Care promote the incorporation of evidence-based digital tools into daily care routes (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). NHS Digital national guidelines also describe requirements, assessment models, and safety concerns of implementing digital mental health technologies in clinical and community-based environments, highlighting quality, access, and data protection imperatives.
In practice, digital mental health services operate alongside traditional provision through the NHS, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), schools, and third-sector organisations. Digital services can be utilized as the first-line services to offer early support, self-management, and stepped care, and teletherapy and online counselling can be used to eliminate access disparities in areas where there are workforce shortages (Ford et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the problem of implementation remains in the difficulties of digital exclusion, inconsistent evidence of effectiveness, difficulties with engaging, and integrating into the current service pathways (Moore et al., 2024). These concerns indicate the multidimensionality of integrating digital mental health interventions into UK practice and the importance of learning about the existing evidence base in its entirety.
3. [bookmark: _Toc221019951]Methods of Data Collection, Data Analysis, and Ethical Considerations
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc221019952]Research Design
This study adopted a scoping review design to systematically map existing UK-based literature on digital mental health interventions for children and young people (CYP). The scoping reviews are especially appropriate when studying emerging, complex, or heterogeneous evidence bases in which concepts, types of interventions, and outcomes are widely different (Munn et al., 2022). In contrast to systematic reviews, where a focus on a narrow set of defined questions of research interest is made to determine their effectiveness, scoping reviews provide an opportunity to widely examine the nature of research, its major themes, and gaps in knowledge, as well as formulating a question. Since, due to its rapid development, digital mental health technologies can be utilized in a wide variety of ways and across the UK services, the scoping review was deemed the most suitable methodological strategy.
The methodological framework suggested by Arksey and O'Malley was used to conduct the review with later refinements, which includes five steps, namely identifying the research question, identifying relevant studies, selecting eligible studies, charting the data, and collating, summarising, and reporting the results (Peters et al., 2020). This framework upholds transparency and rigour and offers flexibility that is critical whenever examining multidisciplinary literature that cuts across healthcare, psychology, education, and digital innovation.
3.2 [bookmark: _Toc221019953]Data Collection
A systematic search of electronic databases was conducted to identify relevant peer-reviewed literature. The databases to be used included PubMed, CINAHL, and Scopus because they offer a comprehensive coverage of the health, mental health, nursing, and allied health research (Hollis et al., 2021). These databases are typically utilized in health scoping reviews, and they would suit to capture literature on digital mental health interventions as practiced in UK.
The search strategy combined controlled vocabulary and free-text terms to maximise sensitivity. Key search terms included “digital mental health”, “e-mental health”, “online therapy”, “teletherapy”, “children”, “young people”, “adolescents”, and “UK”. Boolean operators (AND/OR) were used to combine terms, for example: digital mental health AND children AND UK. Searches were limited to studies published in English between 2019 and 2024 to ensure relevance to contemporary UK policy and practice. Reference lists of included studies were also screened to identify additional relevant articles.
Inclusion criteria were defined a priori to ensure consistency and transparency. Studies were included if they: (1) were peer-reviewed; (2) focused on digital mental health interventions; (3) involved children and young people aged 0–25 years; (4) were conducted in the UK; and (5) were published within the last five years. Both primary and secondary research studies were eligible for inclusion. Exclusion criteria included non-UK studies, grey literature, opinion pieces, and studies not specifically related to mental health or digital interventions. These criteria ensured alignment with the review question and relevance to UK health and social care practice.
Study selection occurred in two stages. To begin with, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were checked in relation to titles and abstracts. Secondly, full-text articles were read to ensure that it was eligible. The process involved in stages minimised selection bias and enhanced methodological rigour (Mental Health Taskforce, 2024). Research works that met all qualifications were incorporated in the final review and left with a sample of five to six research papers to be analyzed in details as per the scope and needs of the assignment.
3.3 [bookmark: _Toc221019954]Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted using Aveyard’s simplified thematic analysis approach, which is widely used in health and social care research for synthesising qualitative and mixed-methods evidence (Aveyard, 2019). The reason why this approach has been selected is because it is clear, accessible, and appropriate in student-led scoping reviews. It provides the possibility of systematic discovery of repetitive patterns and still has flexibility in interpretation.
The analysis followed several key steps. First, the articles that were used were repeatedly read so that familiarisation on the data was attained. Relevant results were subsequently inferred and hand coded, with aspects of interest being those concerning the type of intervention, implementation, effectiveness, engagement, and accessibility (Hollis et al., 2021). Preliminary themes were formed by means of similarity of codes. The themes were then examined, edited, and named to make sure that they reflected appropriately the underlying data and answered the question of the review. This repeated methodological cycle was analytically deep and also ensured transparency and uniformity in studies.
3.4 [bookmark: _Toc221019955]Ethical Considerations
As this research involved a secondary review of existing literature, no direct ethical approval was required. Nevertheless, the notion of ethical principles is still the focus of secondary research. The peer-reviewed nature of all the included studies and their implementation in line with recognised ethical standards guarantees that the evidence base is credible and intact (British Psychological Society, 2021). Attention was paid to the accurate reflection of the findings and preventing misinterpretation or selective reporting.
Academic integrity was maintained throughout the research process through accurate citation, adherence to Harvard referencing conventions, and avoidance of plagiarism. The sources were all appropriately recognized, and original interpretations were made clear distinctly as compared to published findings (Thomson et al., 2023). Ethical rigour and reproducibility are also reinforced by reporting methods and decisions that are transparent. Following these principles, the scoping review will be ethical in accordance with the UK academic and research ethics.
4. [bookmark: _Toc221019956]Results 
4.1 [bookmark: _Toc221019957]Study Characteristics
The scoping review identified five studies that met the predefined inclusion criteria. Included studies were all done in the UK, and they were about digital mental health interventions with children and young people (CYP). The articles were published between 2020 and 2024, indicating the recent changes in the field of digital mental health practice. Among the five researches, three were primary empirical research studies (one of which was a qualitative and mixed research design), and two were secondary research studies as systematic and narrative reviews. The studies that were included looked at various digital interventions, such as mobile applications, online cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), online self-help platforms, and online services that are offered by therapists, within the context of NHS or community.
The populations studied included children, adolescents, and young adults aged between 10 and 25 years, with some studies focusing specifically on users of Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), while others examined community or school-based digital interventions (Ford et al., 2023). Collectively, the studies provided insight into intervention types, implementation contexts, and reported outcomes relevant to the scoping review question.
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc221019958]Summary of Included Studies
	Author(s) & Year
	Study Aim
	Methodology
	Population / Context
	Key Findings Relevant to Review Question

	Hollis et al. (2021)
	To examine the effectiveness and implementation of digital mental health interventions for CYP
	Systematic review
	UK and international CYP mental health services
	Digital interventions showed potential benefits for anxiety and depression, with variability in engagement and outcomes

	Edbrooke-Childs et al. (2021)
	To explore young people’s experiences of digital mental health support
	Qualitative study
	UK CAMHS service users aged 11–18
	Participants reported increased accessibility and autonomy, alongside concerns about personalisation

	O’Connor et al. (2022)
	To evaluate online CBT for adolescents with anxiety and depression
	Mixed-methods study
	UK secondary care mental health services
	Online CBT was associated with symptom improvement and positive user feedback

	Bennett et al. (2023)
	To assess engagement with digital mental health apps among young people
	Quantitative study
	UK community-based CYP
	Engagement varied by age and digital literacy, with higher use among older adolescents

	Ford et al. (2023)
	To examine implementation of digital interventions within CAMHS
	Narrative review
	UK NHS CAMHS services
	Digital tools were used to support stepped care models, though integration challenges were reported


4.3 [bookmark: _Toc221019959]Overview of Identified Themes
Thematic analysis of the included studies using Aveyard’s simplified approach identified three main themes consistently reported across the literature (Hollis et al., 2021). These themes represent patterns in how digital mental health interventions for CYP are described and evaluated within UK-based research.
The first theme related to accessibility and reach of digital interventions. All five studies reported that digital mental health tools increased access to support by reducing geographical barriers and offering flexible modes of delivery (Thomson et al., 2023). Interventions were frequently described as particularly beneficial for young people facing long waiting times or limited availability of face-to-face services.
The second theme concerned user engagement and acceptability. Four of the five studies reported findings related to engagement levels, usability, and user perceptions. Digital interventions were generally viewed positively by CYP, particularly when platforms were age-appropriate, interactive, and easy to navigate (Osborne et al., 2023). However, variability in sustained engagement was also reported, with some studies noting reduced usage over time.
The third theme focused on integration within existing services and care pathways. Three studies highlighted how digital mental health interventions were implemented alongside traditional NHS and CAMHS services. Digital tools were often positioned as part of stepped care models, supporting early intervention or complementing face-to-face therapy. Studies reported differences in how well digital interventions were integrated into routine practice, depending on service capacity and infrastructure.
4.4 [bookmark: _Toc221019960]Summary of Results
Overall, the scoping review findings demonstrate that UK-based research on digital mental health interventions for children and young people has focused on accessibility, engagement, and service integration (Osborne et al., 2023). The included studies provide a broad overview of intervention types and contexts, forming the basis for further discussion of themes and implications in subsequent sections.
5. [bookmark: _Toc221019961]Discussion
This scoping review aimed to identify key themes within UK-based literature on digital mental health interventions for children and young people (CYP). The results are characterized by three prevailing themes: the accessibility and reach, the user engagement and acceptability, and the integration with the existing services (Thomson et al., 2023). Collectively, these themes demonstrate the opportunities and the current challenges of the digital mental health delivery to the UK health and social care system.
A prominent theme across all included studies was the role of digital mental health interventions in improving accessibility to support. The literature repeatedly affirmed that online-based platforms decreased geographical barriers and provided a flexible access to the services especially among youngsters who have to wait long queues to access Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) (Hollis et al., 2021). It is consistent with UK policy priorities represented in NHS Long Term Plan, which focuses on the growth of digital access to mental health care to balance the service demand and staff shortage (NHS England, 2019). Nevertheless, as much as an expansion of access was being widely reported, a number of studies also pointed to the presence of inequalities that were related to digital exclusion, pointing to the fact that access privilege is not experienced uniformly by all socioeconomic groups.
User engagement and acceptability emerged as a second key theme, with findings indicating generally positive perceptions of digital interventions among CYP. Qualitative and mixed-method research noted that youths appreciated the freedom, privacy and convenience of online platforms, especially when the interventions were interactive and age-congruent (O'Connor et al., 2022). However, the rates differed among the studies, and some of them documented a decreasing tendency with time (Hollis et al., 2021). This inconsistency indicates that digital tools might be attractive, but it is difficult to be engaged in the long term. These results are supported by the existing literature, which stated that co-designing with youth and proper clinical support are crucial determinants of sustained use.
The third theme concerned the integration of digital mental health interventions within existing NHS and CAMHS pathways. A number of researches have mentioned digital tools in relation to stepped care models, which assist in early intervention or supplement face-to-face therapy (Ford et al., 2023). Nonetheless, integration was also reported to be uneven between services, and issues of staff training, digital infrastructure, as well as an unclear understanding of clinical responsibility. These results are indicative of larger issues in the UK practice about the quick adoption of digital innovations lacking guidance and assessment models (NHS Digital, 2022). Good integration then must not be implemented merely through the adoption of technology but organisational preparation and staff support as well.
The findings of this review have several implications for UK practice and service delivery. To practitioners, computer-mediated mental health interventions can aid in faster access to support and provision of flexible treatment methods especially in mild to moderate mental health challenges. In the case of services, online tools can be used to enhance the efficiency of services and eliminate demands on face-to-face delivery in case these technologies are correctly applied (Ford et al., 2023). In children and young people, digital interventions might provide an acceptable and empowering support style; again, it is important to take into account digital literacy, accessibility, and protection in order to achieve fair and safe usage.
This scoping review has several methodological strengths. A scoping review methodology was used to enable the mapping of a broad and dynamic evidence base, both primary and secondary research (Thomson et al., 2023). The use of the simplified version of the thematic analysis proposed by Aveyard offered a systematic and clear way of finding patterns among the studies. Moreover, the emphasis on the recent literature in the UK promotes the applicability of the results to the contemporary policy and practice.
However, limitations should be acknowledged. Review was limited to few studies and publications in English language which could have omitted any evidence. The UK-only scope, though suitable in terms of relevance to the practice, limits the international comparison (Bennett et al., 2023). What is more, all scoping reviews lack formal appraisal of the studies included, so it can affect the strength of conclusions. These are some of the limitations that should be taken into consideration when interpreting the findings.
6. [bookmark: _Toc221019962]Conclusion and Recommendations
6.1 [bookmark: _Toc221019963]Conclusion
This scoping review aimed to map and synthesise UK-based peer-reviewed literature on digital mental health interventions for children and young people (CYP), identifying key themes using Aveyard’s simplified thematic analysis. The review was completed as a reaction to the growing mental health demands of CYP in the UK and the swift rise in digital mental health delivery both in the NHS and community environments (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). The results identified three themes of the literature, including enhanced accessibility and accessibility of services, inconsistent user engagement and acceptability, and difficulties in incorporating digital interventions into the current care channels.
The review demonstrated that digital mental health interventions have the potential to enhance access to support, particularly in the context of long waiting times and workforce constraints within Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS). ). Digital platforms were repeatedly reported to provide flexible and timely access to mental health resources across studies as part of national priorities as per the NHS Long Term Plan and overall mental health transformation strategies (NHS England, 2019). This is an indication that digital interventions may be useful in helping early intervention and stepped care methods in UK services.
In terms of engagement and acceptability, the findings indicate that children and young people generally perceive digital mental health interventions positively, valuing their convenience, privacy, and autonomy. Nevertheless, the levels of engagement were inconsistent in the studies as some of the studies described difficulties in maintaining the long-term use. This underlines the relevance of designing interventions, content aligned to age, and continued support in making sure that they are effective (Bennett et al., 2023). Also, there were problems of digital exclusion and inequalities, which means that the digital solutions will not be relevant to tackle all existing barriers to mental health care access.
The review contributes to existing knowledge by providing a focused synthesis of recent UK-based evidence, offering insight into how digital mental health interventions are currently implemented and experienced within national practice (Ramshaw et al., 2023). The review allows practitioners, service providers, and policy makers make informed decisions by mapping the types of interventions, situations, and observed outcomes. Moreover, it emphasizes that it is necessary to maintain regular assessments and integration approaches to ensure that digital mental health innovations have the most impact on CYP.
6.2 [bookmark: _Toc221019964]Recommendations
Based on the findings of this scoping review, several recommendations are proposed for future research, UK policy, and health and social care practice. Strong, longitudinal studies on the effectiveness and the participation of digital mental health interventions by CYP in the long term are among the recommendations that can be made in future research. Inclusive study designs incorporating socioeconomic status, digital literacy, and accessibility should be considered first in future studies to control digital exclusion (Hollis et al., 2021). Also, more attention should be given to the assessment of the implementation processes in the real-world NHS and community environments to enhance the evidence base of the digital mental health integration.
Recommendations for UK policy involve the development of clearer national frameworks to guide the commissioning, evaluation, and regulation of digital mental health interventions. As much as there are current strategies that facilitate digital innovation, there is a need to be more consistent in the standards, quality assurance, and outcome measurement (NHS Digital, 2022). Equity and sustainability also require the policymakers to make sure that the digital mental health initiatives are not implemented as an isolated solution to other mental health strategies, but they are incorporated into these strategies.
Recommendations for UK health and social care practice focus on supporting effective implementation and service integration. The service providers and practitioners ought to be given training to be able to apply and prescribe digital interventions in conjunction with face-to-face care. The use of co-design methods with children and young people should be prioritised to increase the level of relevance and engagement (Ford et al., 2023). Besides, the implementation of digital interventions must become a part of stepped care models, with a well-defined path to referrals, precautionary measures, and continuous clinical supervision.
To sum up, digital mental health interventions are a highly promising and becoming an inseparable part of mental health support of children and young people in the UK. Albeit they provide a chance to enhance the access and flexibility, their functionality will be achieved only when well-designed, implemented in a fair way, and correlated with the services that are already provided (Osborne et al., 2023). Further research, policy formulation, and practice-based innovation are fundamental to assure that digital mental health interventions have a significant impact on the better outcomes of children and young people.
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